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‘Fishery management is an endless argument about how many fish there are in the sea until all 
doubt has been removed – but so have all the fish.’ 
 - Sissenwine and Rosenberg, 1993. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
The ‘science-policy gap’ is a term that emerged during the 1990s and can be broadly defined as: 
‘The distance, or gap, between what the best available science advises and what policymakers actually 
decide’.  
 
This thesis examines the development and current status of the science-policy gap, identifies the structure 
and primary causes of the gap, and suggests what can be done to close the gap.  
 
Between 1663 and 2011, the causal elements of the science-policy gap are identified in the primary 
literature. This was done using a literature review that focuses on papers and articles that specifically 
mention the science-policy gap, forming a living discourse within the scientific and policymaking 
communities. The primary literature approach highlights the differing experience and perspectives of the 
science and policy communities and the efforts to ‘close the gap’.  
 
Global overfishing of marine life is a clearly recognized and critically important issue, for both marine 
ecosystems and for the millions of people who depend on marine protein as a primary food source. In 
response, there have been many policy instruments designed to control the extraction of marine living 
resources. However, the continuing experience of fisheries management policies worldwide is one of 
failure and the consequent collapse of marine fisheries and ecosystems. 
 
This research refers to the issues around the management of marine living resources as examples of the 
science-policy gap, mainly relating to the management of ocean fisheries. The bulk of all fisheries are wild 
capture, exploiting marine populations that exist without human intervention as wild organisms within 
marine ecosystems. The tension between commercial exploitation of marine living resources and 
maintaining healthy marine ecosystems, now and into the future, is one that allows for the greatest 
expression of the science-policy gap. However, the discourse within the literature does not exclusively 
address marine systems, so examples of the science-policy gap occur in other disciplines (e.g. Health, early 
childhood development, geology, water resources). 
 
A survey and interview series was done with Australian stakeholder groups engaged in the use of the 
marine environment. This was done to determine if there is any difference between what the primary 
literature considers being the primary causes of the science-policy gap and what day-to-day actors in the 
field believe. 
 
The stakeholders were: Marine scientists; marine policymakers; the fishing industry; and marine 
environment groups. These people were drawn from throughout Australia and the results compared 
against the global discussion within the literature. 
 
Analysis of the results found that there are two levels to the gap; a structural level experienced in the day-
to-day relationship between science and policy, and a deeper, architectural, level that is the main cause of 
the gap. 
 
Compared to the discourse in the literature, the Australian survey respondents and interviewees were far 
more aware of the deeper architectural level; putting it first and foremost and ranking other factors, such 
as uncertainty, as less important. 
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A Note on Grammar 
Within the primary literature, the noun compound words ‘policymaker’ and ‘decision-maker’ appear in a 
variety of forms; ‘policy maker’, ‘policy-maker’, ‘policymaker’ and ditto for the word ‘decision-maker’.  
I use the latter for these reasons: The Australian Government Publishing Service’s Style Guide advises that 
hyphenation should be only used to clarify meaning or where similar letters could cause difficulty in 
reading. Fowler’s Modern English Usage concurs, ‘…the hyphen is not an ornament but an aid to being 
understood and should be employed only when it is needed for that purpose’. Fowler’s quotes Sir Winston 
Churchill; ‘One must regard the hyphen as a blemish to be avoided wherever possible’. Finally, the Oxford 
English Dictionary defines the words solely as ‘policymaker’ and ‘decision-maker’.    
 
 
 
 iv 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
  
Declarations……………………………………………………………………………..….............. i 
Abstract…………………………………………………………………………………………... ii 
Foreword and Acknowledgements……………………………………………………...……………… iii 
A Note on Grammar…………………………………………………….……………...…………. iii 
Table of Contents…………………………………………………………………………………... iv 
List of Tables and Figures……………………………………………………….………………….. vi 
Acronyms…………………………………………………………………....……………………. viii 
Definitions………………………………………………………………………..………………. ix 
  
Introduction……………………………………………………………………………............... 1 
  
1   The Progress of the Gap: Pre-1990  
        1.1 Introduction…………………………………………..………………………………… 13 
        1.2 Pre-1990………………………………………………………………………………... 16 
        1.3 Conclusion…….…………………………………..……………………………... …….    38 
  
2   The Progress of the Gap: Post-1990  
        2.1 Introduction…………………………………………..………………………………… 41 
        2.2 1990-1995………………………………………………………...…………………….. 41 
        2.3 1996-2000…………………………………….………………………..……………….. 42 
               2.3.1 Science-policy gap…………………………….………………………………….. 42 
               2.3.2 Political interference………………………………..…………………………….. 42 
               2.3.3 Uncertainty………..………….…….…………………………………………….. 43 
        2.4 2001-2005………………………………………………………………………............... 44 
               2.4.1 Science-policy gap……………….……………………………………………….. 44 
               2.4.2 Political interference…………..………………………………………………….. 49 
               2.4.3 Uncertainty………………….…….…….………….…………………………….. 52 
        2.5 2006-2012……………………..……….….……..………………..…………………….. 52 
               2.5.1 Science-policy gap……………………………………….……………………….. 52 
               2.5.2 Political interference……………………………………..………………………. 53 
               2.5.3 Uncertainty………………………………………………..…..…………………. 55 
        2.6 Conclusion……………………………………………..…..……………………............. 55 
  
3   Surveying the Gap  
        3.1 Introduction…………………………………………..…..…………………………….. 57 
        3.2 The survey………………………………………………..…………………………….. 57 
               3.2.1 The respondent pool……….…………………………………………………….. 57 
               3.2.2 Selecting respondents……………………………………………………………. 59 
               3.2.3 Survey design…………………………………………………………………….. 60 
               3.2.4 Survey delivery………………..………………………………………………….. 61 
         3.3 The types………………………………………..……………………………………... 65 
               3.3.1 Dialogue…………………………………………………………………………. 65 
               3.3.2 Understanding…………………………..………………………………………... 65 
               3.3.3 Interference………………..……….…………………………………………….. 66 
  
  
  
  
 v 
  
  
               3.3.4 Independence…………………………………….….….……….………………. 67 
               3.3.5 Integration…………………………..……………..…….………………………. 67 
               3.3.6 Policy failure……………………………………………..………………………. 68 
               3.3.7 Research lacking…………………………………………………………………. 68 
               3.3.8 Science leads policy…………………………….….….………………………….. 68 
        3.4 Statistical analysis of the survey…………………….…………………………………… 68 
        3.5 The interviews……………………….…………..………………..…………………….. 69 
               3.5.1 Interview method……………..………………………………………………….. 69 
        3.6 Conclusion……………………………………………..…..…………………….............. 79 
  
4   Measuring the Gap  
        4.1 Demographics and survey balance………………….…………………………………… 71 
        4.2 Survey results………………….……………………….……………………………….. 71 
        4.3 Questions 19 and 20………….…………………..…………………………………….. 88 
        4.4 Interview results……………………………………….……………………………….. 93 
        4.6 Conclusion……………………………………………..…..…………………………… 118
  
5   Mapping the Gap  
        5.1 Introduction…………………………………………..………………………………… 119
        5.2 The structure of the science-policy gap…………….………..…………………………... 119
        5.3 Institutional failure……………….…………….……………………………………….. 124
  
6   Conclusion: At the Heart of the Gap………………………………………………….…… 127
  
Appendices  
1   The complete interviews  
      AB………………………………………………………………………….………………... 131
      CD…………………………………………………………………………………………… 140
      EF………………………………………………………………….………………………... 146
      GH………………………………………………………………………………………….. 158
      IJ…………………………………….…………..…………………………………………… 162
      KL…………………………………….…..………….….…………………………………… 171
      MN……………………………..………………..…………………………………………... 178
      OP………………………..……………………………..………….………………………... 185
2   Q. 19 ranked causative factors. 1st = mentioned 1st as a cause, etc……………………………. 194
3   Q. 20 ranked solution factors. 1st = mentioned 1st as a solution, etc..…………………………. 196
4   Q. 19 causative factors ranked by frequency of appearance and type……..…………………… 198
5   Q. 20 solution factors ranked by frequency of appearance and type…….…………………….. 200
6   Q. 19 verbatim answers and coding for the question:  
      ‘For you, what is the single most important factor causing the science-policy gap?’…………...
 
202
7   Q. 20 verbatim answers and coding for the question: 
      ‘What would you change in the relationship between science and policy?’…………………… 
 
218
8    Survey ‘Other comments’……………….…………..………………………………………... 234
9    The complete survey questions and results.……………………………..….………………… 235
  
Bibliography……………………………………………………………………………………. 295
 
 
 
